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Companions -a company focus
Our series of articles featuring InstMC Companion Companies continues as we go behind the scenes at Labfacility Ltd...
TEMPERATURE MEASUREMENT SPECIALISTS
Although thermocouples may not have a particularly high profile in the industrial world, they are, nevertheless, the most widely used temperature sensors covering an abundance of applications throughout the spectrum of manufacturing, research and development. They are rugged, low cost, dependable and have a good inherent accuracy over a useful temperature range. They have also been around for a long time. It was in 1821 when a German-Estonian physicist Thomas Johann Seebeck discovered that when any conductor is subjected to a thermal gradient it will generate a voltage -now known as the "thermoelectric" or "Seebeck effect" which thermocouples use to measure temperature. Many scientists followed in Seebeck's footsteps but it was not until many decades later that approved manufacture is said to have begun.
Niche market
As 'add-ons' to other instruments, thermocouples have tended to be viewed as an accessories business. However, a growing awareness of their versatility and applications potential began to anticipate the evolvement of a niche market for a specialist operation dedicated to thermocouple design and production. That opportunity was seized upon in 1971 by Jim Riddett, an engineer with a degree in chemistry who, with his wife Barbara, founded Labfacility Ltd. Having started life in the Riddett's family home the company has since grown to become the UK's largest dedicated producer of thermocouple sensors and connectors with exports stretching to more than 85 countries around the world. This year the company celebrates its 40 th anniversary, with sales of thermocouple connectors and sensors running at 1.2 million and 250,000 units p.a. respectively.
The company employs approximately 70 people across two UK sites based at Bognor Regis in West Sussex and Dinnington in South Yorkshire which forms part of the regeneration of the former Dinnington Colliery. The 7,000 sq ft Dinnington site is now the company's main production facility and plans are currently in hand to double its size. The product range designed and manufactured at these sites is continually being extended, providing industrial and laboratory thermocouples and PRT (Precision Resistance Thermometers) probes in configuration to suit any application in temperature ranges from -200 o C to 1700 o C. The company also supplies thermocouple connectors, cables, high-accuracy digital thermometers and loggers, calibrators, probe fittings and accessories, as well as a sizeable output of bespoke sensors to meet special requirements. Applications are many and varied such as those in the aerospace and automotive industries, oil, pharmaceuticals, engine testing (including Formula One), the MOD, food processing, as well as universities and research facilities.
World wide distribution
From its early creation, the business of Labfacility has rested on two main criteria -producing instruments of the highest quality and ensuring fast delivery to the customer, usually by the next day. Adherence to these principles has not only developed healthy direct exports sales, now running at 25 per cent of output, but has also seen products being sought after and prominently featured in the catalogues of two leading world wide distributors -RS Components and Farnell Electronicswhich have generated sales to 85 countries. Moreover, Labfacility has been named by RS Components as its No1 Performing Supplier.
With up to five per cent of turnover being invested back into R&D each year, new products are continually being introduced. For example, under a £60,000 R&D project a range of three new instruments is poised to enter world wide markets. They comprise the L20 eight channel, high-accuracy temperature monitor for thermocouple and Pt100 inputs which can be used as a stand alone thermometer and logger or with a PC using supplied software for remote control and calibration; the Tempmaster PRO portable two-input precision digital thermometer which is a new version of the successful Tempmaster 100 but with many additional features, including SMART probe facility and comprehensive logging; and the Labcal PRO portable four-input precision thermometer for thermocouple and Pt100 inputs with a system accuracy of 25 milliKelvins (0.025 o C).
New business venture
Another key investment of approximately £500,000 concerned the purchase of Computer Numerical Controlled (CNC) equipment to provide fast, high-yield production of a range of turned parts, including industrial fittings, adapters, bayonet caps and compression glands, used in the manufacture of the company's temperature sensors. As well as enhancing the company's own production efficiency, the investment has enabled Labfacility to embark on a new business venture to sell these components to other sensor producers.
The family ethos which has distinguished Labfacility for many years is still in evidence today. Founder Jim Riddett remains with the company as Chairman while his son, Martin, is the Managing Director. The company is reported to have come out of the recession quicker than most and is now achieving a faster than ever before lead time and delivery service. A new 'buy-on-line' website has been launched and with turnover having increased steadily over the last five years, the company claims to be breaking all previous records.
For further information please visit www.labfacility.com
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